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Sacred Objects: 
Julia Margaret Cameron’s 
Photographs of Children, 
Romanticism, 




he seemingly random order 
in which Julia Margaret Cam-
eron (1815–79) arranged her 
photographs in the different albums 
that she compiled for friends and fam-
ily has meant that we tend to view her 
compositions as stand-alone pictures. 
Yet, in their complete catalog of Cam-
eron’s oeuvre, Julian Cox and Colin Ford 
present her photographs thematically 
as well as in sequences derived from 
each photographic session, affording 
the viewer a completely different visual 
and conceptual experience of her work.1 
I focus in this essay on several series of 
photographs belonging to a genre that is 
often dismissed in discussions of Cam-
eron’s photography: her portraits of chil-
dren. These images have been praised for 
their originality, but they have also been 
judged as nothing more than typical 
examples of saccharine Victorian senti-
mentalism or, even more perniciously, 
as pedophilic images that eroticize pre-
pubescent children.2 I contend, however, 
that, rather than being an embarrassing 
deviation from an otherwise impressive 
body of work, this overlooked genre is 
actually the key to understanding Cam-
eron’s wider theory of photography. Her 
concept of childhood is highly experi-
mental and philosophical, and to reject 
it out of hand loses sight of the ideas that 
T
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aspect of photography, requiring techni-
cal expertise and knowledge of chemical 
formulas, meant that it was seen as an 
asset to science and technology and not 
as an art form. Indeed, Cox notes that, at 
the International Exhibition of 1862, the 
royal commissioners included prints, 
drawings, and engravings in the fine art 
category but relegated photographs to 
a subsection of machinery.4 Similarly, 
in his introductory The Pencil of Nature 
(1844–46), William Henry Fox Talbot 
(1800–1877), the inventor of the Calotype 
process, in which negatives are made us-
ing paper coated with silver iodide, fails 
to make any artistic claims for photog-
raphy. Talbot’s album offers various ex-
amples of the functional uses of photog-
raphy and how it can be used to capture 
the minute details of real life. Although 
he briefly likens the vivid detail of pho-
tographic representation to seventeenth-
century Dutch realist painting, he takes 
care to make a distinction between the 
plates of photography and the skilled art-
istry of engraving.5
While photography was at first seen 
as verifying the objective perception of 
material reality, the existence of which 
had been challenged by empirical phi-
losophy, Green-Lewis points out that 
this objectivity was quickly debunked 
when people realized that “[t]he use of 
models, contrived environments, and 
experimental focus were all part of the 
photographic process that was consid-
ered artistry.”6 This is why Quentin Bajac 
traces an increasing interest in photog-
raphy as art throughout the middle of 
the nineteenth century, especially as it 
was aligned with painting.7 He notes that 
the newly forged connection between 
painting and photography is evident in 
the appointment of Sir Charles Eastlake 
(1793–1865), the history painter and direc-
tor of the National Gallery in London, as 
the first president of the London Photo-
graphic Society and in the subject of the 
lecture that Sir William Newton (1785–
1869) presented at the society’s first meet-
ing on January 20, 1853, “Upon Photogra-
phy in an Artistic Vision, and Its Relation 
to the Arts.” Eastlake’s wife, Lady Eliza-
beth Eastlake (1809–93), would also write 
an influential essay on photography 
(published in the London Quarterly Review) 
informed her photographs of children as 
well as the importance of these innova-
tive photographs for understanding her 
pioneering photographic theory.
I propose that Cameron’s concept of 
childhood is derived from the Romantic 
movement and not only from British Ro-
manticism, as we might assume, but also 
from the less familiar ideas of the Ger-
man Romantics, a group of philosophers, 
poets, and critics that included August 
Wilhelm Schlegel (1767–1845) and Fried-
rich Schlegel (1772–1829), Novalis (Fried-
rich von Hardenberg) (1772–1801), E. T. A. 
Hoffman (1776–1822), and the theologian 
Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834). 
In the very first years of the nineteenth 
century, the German Romantics formu-
lated a theory of art and philosophy that 
would have a lasting impact on Victorian 
concepts of art, and Cameron was dar-
ingly original in applying these ideas to 
the new medium of photography. Her 
photographs of children, I contend, 
draw on German Romantic religious, 
philosophical, and aesthetic concepts of 
childhood in order to make important 
claims for photography. She believed 
that her photographs of children would 
inspire a particular aesthetic response in 
the viewer, one that would challenge the 
popular notion that photography was a 
narrow mechanical reproduction and al-
low her to stake its claim to being a high 
art and comparable to painting.
T H E  D E B AT E 
B E T W E E N  P H O T O G R A P H Y  A N D  A RT
Cameron took up photography in 1863 
when it was still a relatively new me-
dium. Ever since its creation by Louis 
Daguerre (1787–1851) and Nicéphore 
Niépce (1765–1833) in 1835, photography 
was implicated in discussions of epis-
temology and art. Jennifer Green-Lewis 
has shown that it was quickly co-opted 
by opposing epistemological paradigms 
“either as validation of empiricism in its 
surface documentation of the world or, 
conversely, as proof that any visual ac-
count inevitably represents the world 
inadequately.”3 At first, the mechanical 
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they believed that its central premise – 
that all we can ever know is the things 
we ourselves have perceived through 
our senses and that even these percep-
tions may not have a reliable connec-
tion to reality – would mean that no one 
could ever again make a justifiable claim 
to knowing anything but subjective im-
pressions. Such a subjective view of real-
ity, they feared, meant that it would be 
impossible to speak of the universals that 
philosophers like Plato had sought and 
believed they had found, including the 
transcendent ideas of religion. Crucially, 
they believed that these ideas could be 
apprehended through imagination, an 
epistemological faculty that transcended 
the intellect and the senses.11
As a result of the Enlightenment 
emphasis on reason, and in the wake of 
empirical philosophy, the German Ro-
mantics argued that the material world 
needed to be respiritualized. Looking 
back at the Middle Ages as a time in 
which people were held together by the 
bonds of poetry, love, and religion, they 
called for a spiritual and epistemologi-
cal transformation, one that would re-
ject the reasoning faculties and instead 
champion the imagination, the faculty 
that, they believed, allowed humankind 
to see all phenomena as the embodiment 
of inward spiritual ideas. Thus, the artist 
took on a religious significance because 
it was he or she who would redeem so-
ciety. In his Ideen, Friedrich Schlegel ex-
claims: “The priest as such exists only in 
the invisible world. How does he appear 
among men? He wants nothing on earth 
but to form the finite into the eternal; 
and so he must be and remain – what-
ever they want to call his profession – an 
artist.”12 As William Vaughan notes, the 
German Romantics were not the first to 
make this claim for poets, but they were 
unique in grounding it in the central 
concepts of idealist philosophy.13 They 
believed that imagination and the intu-
ition of the emotions apprehended the 
ideas of religion and that it was the artist 
who revealed the relationship between 
the ideal and the real to those who lack 
this spiritual vision.
in which she compared the products of 
the Calotype process to the paintings of 
Rembrandt (1606–69) and opposed these 
pictures to the narrowly realist images 
produced on glass, making a crucial dis-
tinction between photography as positiv-
ist realism and photography as high art.8
Once photography was recognized 
as a potential art form, it soon became 
implicated in discussions about art that 
were influenced by the popular ideas of 
the German Romantic movement. While 
this movement is not as well-known to-
day as the English Romantic movement 
is, its influence in England was profound. 
One reason for this is that, after his mar-
riage to Queen Victoria (1819–1901), Prince 
Albert (1819–61), who studied with Au-
gust Schlegel at the University of Bonn, 
introduced German Romantic ideas 
into English culture. Furthermore, mul-
tiple editions of German Romantic texts 
were translated into English, published, 
and republished throughout the nine-
teenth century. As a result, the ideas of 
these works became so widespread that 
they provide the conceptual foundation 
for many works and movements that we 
have not necessarily associated with Ger-
man Romanticism.9 In his essay “Plays 
and Puritans” (1873), Charles Kingsley 
(1819–75) notes the sheer number of Ger-
man Romantic works on art published in 
the nineteenth century: “The British Isles 
have been ringing for the last few years 
with the word ‘Art’ in its German sense; 
with ‘High Art,’ ‘Symbolic Art,’ ‘Ecclesias-
tical Art,’ ‘Dramatic Art,’ ‘Tragic Art,’ and 
so forth; and every well-educated person 
is expected, nowadays, to know some-
thing about Art.” Yet, “in spite of all trans-
lations of German ‘Aesthetic’ treatises, 
and ‘Kunstnovellen,’” Kingsley laments 
the degraded state of British art and the 
fact that it has not heeded the insights of 
German aesthetic theory.10
In her recent study of the influence of 
German Romanticism on the Victorians, 
Felicia Bonaparte explains that many Vic-
torians were interested in the German 
Romantic concept of art because it was 
a theory that countered what they saw as 
the destructive impact of the empirical 
philosophy of David Hume (1711–76). Em-
piricism concerned the German Roman-
tics at the turn of the century because 
Sacred Objects4 
as well as Past and Present (1843) and his 
lectures On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the 
Heroic in History (1841) reveal his German 
Romantic philosophical foundations.
Critics have documented the extent 
to which Cameron was acquainted with 
leading intellectuals and artists as well 
as with the aesthetic ideas of the nine-
teenth century, but German Romantic 
philosophy and poetic theory have not 
yet been seen as central influences on her 
photography.15 That she was proficient in 
German is evident from her translation 
of the Romantic ballad Lenore (1774) by 
Gottfried August Bürger (1747–94). The 
vogue for Bürger’s poems in England is 
a testament to the popularity of German 
Romanticism in England, as are the illus-
trations by Daniel Maclise (ca. 1806–70) 
for Cameron’s translation, which were 
praised by the Athenaeum for their Ger-
manic style.16 It is highly likely, therefore, 
that Cameron was familiar with Ger-
man Romantic works, either in German 
or in English translation. Furthermore, 
her intimate acquaintance with the Pre-
Raphaelite painters, with whom she so-
cialized in her formative years at Little 
Holland House in Kensington and later 
in her own artistic salons at Dimbola 
Lodge, her home on the Isle of Wight,17 
and her interest in those poets and phi-
losophers who were influenced by Ger-
man Romantic ideas, such as Coleridge 
and Carlyle, demonstrate the centrality 
of German Romantic ideas to her artistic 
development.
Cameron was the first artist to ap-
ply German Romantic ideas to the new 
medium of photography. Resituating her 
photographs within the context of Ger-
man Romanticism, therefore, not only 
revises our notion of her contribution 
to Victorian intellectual culture but also 
has entirely different implications for 
our conception of her pioneering Ro-
mantic photographic theory. It was her 
conviction that photography had the po-
tential to respiritualize the world, just as 
the German Romantics had called for in 
the early nineteenth century.
Cameron, however, met with resis-
tance when she tried to apply well-known 
German Romantic ideas to photography. 
Despite the fact that photography was 
increasingly aligned with painting, John 
The German Romantic conviction 
that art must always be in the service of 
religion – which for them referred not 
to theological edicts but rather to tran-
scendent ideas – directly influenced the 
visual arts in Germany, especially when 
Friedrich Schlegel’s stepsons, Philipp 
(1793–1877) and Jonas Veit (1790–1854), 
joined the group of painters who came 
to be known as the Nazarenes. Apply-
ing German Romantic philosophy and 
aesthetics to the visual arts, these artists 
called themselves the Brotherhood of St. 
Luke, after the saint who, according to 
Christian history, was the first painter of 
icons. It was through the Nazarenes that 
German Romantic ideas of art reached 
England. Ford Madox Brown (1821–93) 
and William Dyce (1806–64) studied 
with the Nazarenes in Rome, and they 
would go on to influence Dante Gabri-
el Rossetti (1828–82) and William Hol-
man Hunt (1827–1910). Indeed, it is clear 
from the name Rossetti, Hunt, and their 
brethren took for their own movement 
– the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood – 
that they modeled themselves after the 
Nazarenes. It is also worth noting that 
Eastlake, who was, we recall, the first 
president of the London Photographic 
Society, also studied with the Nazarenes 
in Rome, and these are only a few exam-
ples of the artists who were influenced 
by their concept of art.14 But it was not 
only through the visual arts that the Ger-
man Romantics shaped philosophy and 
art in England; the literary theory of the 
Schlegel brothers was also enormously 
popular, particularly August Wilhelm 
Schlegel’s Über dramatische Kunst und Lit-
eratur (1809–11; Lectures on dramatic art 
and literature), a work that encapsulated 
the foundational ideas of the movement 
and would have a profound influence on 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834), who 
introduced English audiences to these 
concepts in many of his works, especially 
the Biographia Literaria (1817) and Lectures 
on Shakespeare (1811–19). Thomas Carlyle 
(1795–1881), whom Cameron greatly ad-
mired, was also a crucial champion of 
German Romantic ideas, and his philo-
sophical novel Sartor Resartus (1833–34) 
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tive Imagination – and, in its focus on 
external detail, is seen by Bulwer-Lytton 
as incapable of apprehending the inward 
spiritual meaning of reality. Following 
Ruskin, Bulwer considers photography 
antithetical to the German Romantic 
concept of imagination and art.
Cameron, however, saw photography, 
not as a “mechanical pretender to imagi-
nation,” or as an example of positivist 
realism, but as the embodiment of ideas 
apprehended by the artist. This was pos-
sible, as Mike Weaver notes, because she 
was a “traditionalist or idealist” work-
ing “in a new naturalistic medium.”22 Yet, 
while Weaver observes the spiritual as-
pirations of Cameron’s photography, he 
suggests that her photographic theory 
was, paradoxically, influenced by the em-
pirical concept of the association of ideas 
developed by David Hartley (ca. 1705–57). 
According to Weaver, Cameron believed 
that the religious and spiritual subjects 
of her photographs would precipitate 
an association of ideas in viewers that 
would inevitably result in their religious 
and ethical edification.23 Empiricism and 
idealism hold differing conceptions, 
however, of what constitutes an idea. 
The Romantic view conceives of ideas 
in terms of Plato’s eternal forms, whereas 
empirical philosophy refers ideas to the 
generalized categories of the mind that 
are deduced from abstracting similar 
features in the objects of the material 
world, which are themselves perceived 
through the senses. Thus, the German 
Romantics understood the association 
of ideas as an example of Ruskin’s Imagi-
nation Associative, not the Imagination 
Penetrative, which was the epistemologi-
cal foundation of their aesthetic theory. 
The intellect, operating solely in the 
realm of logical cause and effect, could 
not apprehend the spiritual meaning of 
reality; only imagination could perceive 
the real world as the symbolic embodi-
ment of the divine ideas of religion.
Ksenya A. Gurshtein rightly observes 
that Cameron sought a synthesis of 
the ideal and the real in photography 
through the German Romantic sym-
bol.24 As Bonaparte has shown, there is an 
Ruskin (1819–1900) persisted in his stance 
that it negated the role of the artist and, 
therefore, could not claim to be art in 
the German Romantic sense. Rather, it 
could at the most only aid the artist by 
providing a detailed copy of reality, al-
though Ruskin would later doubt its ef-
ficacy for even this delimited role.18 In 
a condescending letter to Cameron, he 
exclaimed: “As for photography, you have 
only taken it up so eagerly because you 
have not known what Watts ought long 
ago to have explained to you that it has 
nothing in common with art, which is es-
sentially Human Design, and the record 
of a human Imagination.”19 Like the Ger-
man Romantics, he declared in Modern 
Painters II (1846) that imagination was the 
“highest intellectual power of man,” but 
he made a distinction between two types 
of imaginative faculties that would influ-
ence views of photography: the “Imagina-
tion Associative,” the faculty of empirical 
epistemology, and the “Imagination Pen-
etrative,” the faculty of Romantic episte-
mology. The Imagination Associative is a 
lower mode of vision that sees only the 
external detail of reality. It “is able to give 
a portrait of the outside, clear, brilliant, 
and full of detail,” but it is not capable of 
reaching the depths of the Imagination 
Penetrative, which pierces to the spiri-
tual essence of material phenomena, “the 
heart and inner nature” of reality.20
In the essay “On Certain Principles of 
Art in Works of the Imagination,” Edward 
Bulwer Lytton (1803–73) discusses a facul-
ty defined similarly to Ruskin’s Imagina-
tion Associative and uses photography as 
an example: “Just as [the photographer] 
. . . seeks to give us, in exact prosaic de-
tail, every leaf in a tree which, if we want 
to see only a tree, we could see in a field 
much better than in a picture, so he is but 
a prosaic and mechanical pretender to 
imagination who takes a man out of real 
life, gives us his photograph, and says, ‘I 
have copied Nature.’” A photograph is for 
Bulwer-Lytton an example of realism in 
art that is merely a “servile copy of partic-
ulars” and not the “the idealized image of a 
truth,” which is the embodiment of a uni-
versal idea in the real.21 Therefore, pho-
tography is a “mechanical pretender to 
imagination” – more specifically, a pre-
tender to what Ruskin terms the Penetra-
Sacred Objects6 
the terms poetry and beauty in their Ger-
man Romantic sense. Capitalizing the 
former, she emphasizes that it refers, not 
merely to the scenes or characters that 
she derives from the popular subjects of 
poetry, but to the embodiment of ideas. 
Similarly, she makes it clear in “Annals 
of My Glass House” that her devotion to 
beauty is not a subjective perception, as it 
was defined by the aesthetic movement; 
rather, it denotes a quest to find the spiri-
tual through the real.
Cameron shares the German Roman-
tic conviction that the real world is a 
symbolic manifestation of transcendent 
ideas perceived by imagination and that, 
because it is taken “From Life” (as she of-
ten wrote on her photographs), her pho-
tography is therefore the “embodiment 
of a prayer.”29 Photography had for her 
the greatest potential for symbolism, and 
in order to proclaim herself the artist-
priest and her photography a symbolic 
endeavor – art that reveals spiritual ideas 
to the imagination – she turned in a great 
number of her pictures to the German 
Romantics’ concept of childhood, which 
was an important facet of their philo-
sophical and aesthetic theory.
T H E  C O N C E P T  O F  C H I L D H O O D 
A N D  G E R M A N  R O M A N T I C 
E P I S T E M O L O G Y
Cameron often turned to German Ro-
mantic subject matter, the religious, 
historical, and literary topics that the 
Romantics wrote about and that were 
represented visually in the work of the 
Nazarenes and the Pre-Raphaelites. She 
was also influenced by the popular Ger-
man Romantic subject of the divinity 
of children. An idea of childhood as a 
separate state of being – one in which 
the innocent and natural child enjoys a 
transcendental closeness to God and the 
divine truths of the universe – existed 
prior to Romanticism but found its full-
est expression in the early nineteenth 
century. This conception of childhood 
and its centrality to Romantic poetics 
is well-known to students of the long 
nineteenth century in Britain, but its 
conceptual roots in German Romanti-
cism may be less familiar. The concept 
of childhood was newly invigorated by 
important distinction between French 
and German concepts of symbolism. 
Grounded in empirical philosophy, the 
French symbol is an arbitrary sign that 
is subjective to the poet; in contrast, 
grounded in German idealism, the Ger-
man Romantic symbol is the material 
manifestation of an objective or tran-
scendent idea.25 The German concept of 
symbolism was widely disseminated in 
Britain through Coleridge and Carlyle, 
and it informed Cameron’s photographic 
theory.26 In a radical revision of gender 
roles, Cameron saw herself as the artist-
priest whose role as a photographer was 
to awaken viewers from the slumber of 
reason and facilitate in them a deeper in-
sight into religious ideas and the spiritual 
meaning of reality.
Cameron’s German Romantic philo-
sophical foundations are clear from her 
declaration: “My aspirations are to enno-
ble Photography and to secure for it the 
character and uses of High Art by com-
bining the Real and Ideal and sacrificing 
nothing of the Truth by all possible de-
votion to Poetry and beauty.”27 The capi-
talized Real and Ideal are derived from 
popular German Romantic terminology, 
and it is this combination that for the Ro-
mantics constitutes the symbol. Another 
term that denotes the symbol is poetry; 
the German Romantics use it, instead of 
verse, to mean more broadly any attempt 
to embody transcendent ideas in reality, 
whether in actions in the world or in art. 
Beauty is yet another term that they use 
to refer to the symbol. They derived their 
idea of beauty from Plato, who believed 
that beauty was the only universal that 
could be perceived in its material em-
bodiment, and, thus, as the manifesta-
tion of the ideal in the real, it becomes 
for them synonymous with the sym-
bol. Friedrich Schlegel exclaims in his 
Gespräch über die Poesie (Dialogue on poet-
ry) that spiritual ideas can be apprehend-
ed, not through the logic of the intellect, 
but only through their embodiment in 
beauty: they “cannot be grasped forcibly 
and comprehended mechanically,” but 
they “can be amiably lured by mortal 
beauty and veiled in it.”28 Cameron uses 
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graphs are most succinctly expressed in 
Schleiermacher’s Die Weinachtsfeier: Ein 
Gespräch, which, like Schlegel’s Gespräch 
über die Poesie, takes the form of a philo-
sophical dialogue. In it, the principle 
speakers discuss the meaning of the 
newly revitalized Christmas festival, es-
pecially the relationship between the 
Nativity and the concept of childhood. 
Throughout, Christmas is linked to 
philosophy – more specifically, to a dis-
cussion of epistemology, that branch of 
philosophy that deals with the question 
of how knowledge can be acquired, if, in-
deed, at all. The knowledge that Schleier-
macher hopes the concept of Christmas 
will make possible is the metaphysical 
knowledge of a spiritual realm that tran-
scends the purely material, and he finds 
such transcendent ideas in children.
One of the speakers in the dialogue, 
Edward, emphasizes the philosophical 
significance of Christmas by invoking 
the most mystical of the Gospels, that 
of John. Edward exclaims that, while 
John does not focus on the historical 
and external aspect of Christmas, “in his 
spirit there prevails an eternal Christ-
mas joy” and “this is what gives us the 
spiritual and higher view of our festival.” 
This “spiritual and higher view” is linked 
for Schleiermacher to epistemology. 
Edward explains that he views a child, 
not merely as an individual appearing 
in space and time, but as the Word, the 
embodied mind of God. What we cel-
ebrate in children, therefore, “is nothing 
but ourselves, as in total we are, or hu-
man nature, or whatever you want to call 
it, considered and recognized from the 
divine principle.”32 If children are viewed 
philosophically, adults can comprehend 
how – even in their imperfections and in 
their processes of becoming – they are 
embodied from and therefore part of an 
inward divine idea.
Schleiermacher’s conviction is that 
Christmas makes everyone a child again, 
that is, that Christmas heightens our per-
ception of the religious idea embodied 
in Jesus. As we will see, this philosophi-
cal view of Christmas is important for 
Cameron’s photographs of children in 
the German Romantics, with important 
implications for discussions of religion, 
philosophy, and art.
This Romantic idea of childhood was 
especially crystallized in the celebration 
of Christmas, which, since it focused 
on the newly born Jesus, introduced a 
spiritual sentiment seen as embodied in 
children. In Britain, Christmas became 
an important holiday only in the early 
to mid-nineteenth century. The Puritans 
had disapproved of a holiday aligned 
with a pagan winter festival, and celebra-
tion was reserved for the Feast of the 
Epiphany, or Twelfth Night, on 6 January; 
otherwise, the most important holiday in 
the liturgical calendar was Easter. More-
over, it was not only the pagan aspects 
of Christmas that Protestants criticized; 
as Gerry Bowler remarks, when the Re-
formers banned the Roman Catholic 
worship of saints’ days, they eroded the 
role of Christmas through its connection 
with Saint Nicholas. In Germany, howev-
er, the sacredness of Christmas was still 
emphasized by the very instigator of the 
Protestant Reformation, Martin Luther. 
In his 1530 Christmas sermon, Luther 
emphasized the importance of honor-
ing Christmas as a celebration of God’s 
divine love, agape, which is embodied 
in the birth of Jesus. Thus, in Protestant 
Germany, St. Nicholas in his association 
with Christmas was replaced with the 
Christ Child, das Christkindl, whose gifts 
reflected the gift of love from God that 
is Christ.30 This emphasis on divine love 
and incarnation, rather than on Easter 
and atonement, ushered in a new sym-
bolic focus on children.
According to Joe Perry’s Christmas in 
Germany, Christmas was reinvigorated 
for Protestantism in the early nineteenth 
century by Friedrich Schleiermacher’s 
popular Die Weinachtsfeier: Ein Gespräch (A 
dialogue on the celebration of Christ-
mas), published in 1806, and E. T. A. Hoff-
mann’s Nussknacker und Mausekönig (The 
nutcracker and the mouse king), pub-
lished in 1816, which defined the holiday 
afresh as an inward experience centered 
in the family.31 Perry’s study, however, fails 
to broach the importance of Schleierm-
acher’s conception of Christmas for phi-
losophy and aesthetics. These ideas and 
their importance for Cameron’s photo-
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the conception of its poverty and limits, 
it is quite to the contrary the conception 
of its pure and free force, its integrity, its 
infinity, which moves us.”34 For Schiller, 
the state of childhood represents the first 
imbuing of an idea into form, meaning 
that children are the closest in proximity 
to the ideal source. This Unendlichkeit, the 
infinity of children, is held in stark con-
trast to the nature of adults, who repre-
sent a further stage of embodiment and, 
thus, degradation in their distance from 
the divine idea.
Schiller contends that only individu-
als who possess the higher faculty to ap-
prehend ideas are able to intuit the idea 
that is embodied most vividly in chil-
dren: “To the men of morality and feel-
ing, a child will for that reason be a sacred 
object, an object namely, which through 
the greatness of an idea annihilates ev-
ery greatness of experience; and which, 
whatever it may lose in the judgment 
of the understanding, gains again in the 
judgment of reason in ample measure.”35 
This facilitates a crucial epistemological 
transformation because the adult will 
no longer perceive his maturity as a su-
perior state, an assumption that is based 
on the judgment of the understanding, 
the intellect that processes observations 
derived from the senses. Rather, the un-
derstanding will be superseded by reason, 
another term for the higher faculty that 
is able to apprehend divine ideas. For 
Schiller, then, the importance of child-
hood and children is epistemological: 
“They are therefore at the same time a 
representation of our lost childhood, 
which remains eternally most dear to us; 
hence, they fill us with a certain melan-
choly. At the same time, they are repre-
sentations of our highest perfection in 
the ideal, hence, they transpose us into a 
sublime emotion.”36 What is translated as 
sublime emotion – erhabene Rührung – does 
not mean the empirical concept of the 
sublime as outlined by Edmund Burke 
(1729/30–97), that is, the intense feelings 
elicited in a viewer by a work of art and 
nature. Rather, it is the German idealist 
conception of the sublime as a state in 
which we are able to perceive a realm of 
spiritual ideas that transcend material re-
ality and the observations of the senses. 
This is why the German Romantics con-
that each of Schleiermacher’s speakers 
reveals the significance of Christmas to 
lie in an inward spiritual idea rather than 
in a celebration that is anchored in the 
literal and external historical narrative of 
the Nativity or even in a church service. 
Schleiermacher shows that the eternal 
idea of God that is embodied in Christ 
can be apprehended simply through the 
love of a mother for her child, through 
spiritual feelings, or through music.
The German idea of Christmas as a 
spiritual experience embodied in chil-
dren was introduced to England through 
Prince Albert, who studied with August 
Wilhelm Schlegel at the University of 
Bonn. German Christmas carols, includ-
ing Luther’s own Christmas songs, were 
translated into English by Catherine 
Winkworth (1827–78), Christmas carols 
and hymns once again became a focal 
point of English celebrations, and, of 
course, A Christmas Carol (1843) by Charles 
Dickens (1812–70) would cement the new 
symbolic significance of Christmas in 
the Victorian imagination.33 In 1848, the 
Illustrated London News published a draw-
ing of Prince Albert, Queen Victoria, and 
their children celebrating the holiday 
around a Christmas tree, a German tra-
dition popularized in England by Albert, 
and this iconic picture served to solidify 
Christmas as a new sacred national cel-
ebration.
The concept of childhood that Schlei-
ermacher saw as embodied in the cele-
bration of Christmas was also important 
for Romantic discussions of art. As un-
adulterated embodiments of the Christ 
child, children were seen as harking 
back to a golden age in which society 
was held together spiritually through po-
etry, imagination, and love. We see this 
concept in Friedrich Schiller’s 1795 Über 
naive und sentimentalische Dichtung (On na-
ive and sentimental poetry), which was 
clearly a formative influence on the Ger-
man Romantics. Schiller likens the naive 
state of nature and poetry to the idea of 
childhood: “Hence, the child is to us a 
vivid representation of the ideal, not in-
deed of the fulfilled, but of the commis-
sioned, and it is therefore by no means 
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the Nativity, it is more broadly evocative 
of an ideal, unified Christian family.”39 
While I agree with Ford and Cox that 
these photographs cannot be read for a 
specific story, I argue that to see them as 
merely types of a pious Christian family 
misses their philosophical importance. 
For Schleiermacher, as we recall, the im-
portance of Christmas and the Christ 
child is anchored not in any external or 
realistic detail of the Nativity but in the 
concept of manifestation. The Christ 
child is closest to the religious idea that 
precedes all manifestation. This recogni-
tion of the divine idea in children pre-
cipitates an epistemological transforma-
tion in beholders through which they 
are able to see the material world – and 
their own selves – as a manifestation and 
revelation of the same spiritual idea that 
is embodied in Christ. This is why Cam-
eron suggests the story of the Nativity 
only vaguely; viewers are carried onward 
on the universal idea that she sees as 
embodied in the external details of the 
world.
We see Cameron prompting this trans-
formation in an 1864 series of four pho-
tographs of the holy family, two untitled 
(designated Madonna and Two Children by 
Cox and Ford), and two entitled by Cam-
eron, respectively, Heaven and Contempla-
tion. Mary was modeled by Cameron’s 
maid, Mary Hillier (1847–1936), and the 
Christ child and the infant John the Bap-
tist were modeled by the sisters Eliza-
beth Keown (b. 1859) and Alice Keown 
(b. 1861). The series shows the influence 
of German Romanticism and the dia-
logue between painting and photogra-
phy. Comparing the four pictures side by 
side, one can observe Cameron experi-
menting with the effect on the viewer 
of varied light exposure and contrast of 
focus, which suggest her symbolic inten-
tions. In the two photographs Madonna 
and Two Children (nos. 59–60), Cameron 
strongly evokes the art of painting by 
cropping the top of the images to sug-
gest the arch of Renaissance frames and 
by posing Mary holding Jesus and John 
in a full frontal gaze at the viewer. She 
also suggests painting by manipulating 
sider the contemplation of the child to 
be the highest state of the philosophical 
mind: the ability to see children as sa-
cred or symbolic objects transports the 
viewer from the realm of experience 
perceived through the senses to a higher 
faculty that perceives transcendent ideas. 
This transformation becomes an integral 
part of the claim Cameron makes for 
photography, and she turns to the Ger-
man Romantic concept of children as 
the closest embodiments of divine ideas 
to fashion a symbolic topography that 
guides the viewer toward a new aesthetic 
experience of photography.
C A M E R O N ’ S  P H O T O G R A P H S 
O F  C H I L D R E N  A N D  T H E  S Y M B O L I C 
P R O J E C T  O F  P H O T O G R A P H Y
As we have seen, in the early stages of 
its development, photography was asso-
ciated by critics with materialism, dis-
missed as a product of mere mechanism 
or of narrow realism devoid of imagi-
nation. Even when it was recognized as 
art, it was accepted only in its relation to 
painting. I now suggest that Cameron ap-
plied German Romantic concepts of art 
to photography in order to separate this 
new medium from painting. Cox is typi-
cal of the view that Cameron modeled 
her pictures – particularly those of the 
Madonna and child – on the Renaissance 
masters to bolster the claim that her 
photographic work was high art.37 Yet, by 
placing her Madonna and child pictures 
in the context of German Romanticism 
and viewing them as a series rather than 
as isolated pictures in separate albums, 
we can discern a compositional and con-
ceptual progression advancing the claim 
of photography even beyond an equiva-
lence to painting to the collapsing of the 
distinction between art and reality, the 
spiritual and the mundane, and the ideal 
and the real.
Although a few photographs – such 
as A Christmas Carol (1865) and The Nativ-
ity (1867) – refer to the historical narra-
tive of Christ’s birth,38 the vast majority 
of Cameron’s Madonna and child pic-
tures merely suggest it. Cox observes of 
the photograph Prayer and Praise (1865): 
“While having an explicitly devotional 
title, [it] does not refer to any particular 
story, and while the composition evokes 
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proclaims the arrival of Christ in hu-
man form.42 Contemplation offers a further 
expression of the idea of divine mani-
festation.43 The downward cast of Mary 
Hillier’s eyes mirrors the direction of the 
light source and reflects the direction of 
embodiment from heaven to earth. Her 
contemplation of the children before her 
is another iteration of agape: God’s love 
that is embodied in the birth of Christ. 
As a whole, the series traces gradations of 
embodiment from Christ to mother and 
child, thereby making a case for how, in 
comparison with painting, photography 
has greater potential to capture the ways 
in which a realm of ideas is embodied in 
the material objects of the world.
focus in two different ways: one photo-
graph (no. 60) is less focused and utilizes 
shadow to denude reality of the intensity 
of its details,40 whereas the other (no. 59) 
employs a brighter light source, which 
creates a different yet still painterly ef-
fect by highlighting the countenances 
of the subjects in the foreground.41 In 
contrast, while Heaven and Contemplation 
communicate the embodiment of the 
divine idea that is symbolized by the Ma-
donna and child, they also emphasize the 
unique role that photography can play 
in revealing the ideal in the real world. 
In Heaven, Cameron inverts the stereo-
typical image of heaven by obscuring the 
light source and by concentrating the 
focus on the faces of mother and child. 
The effect of the reversal is to render the 
faces earthier: heaven is not merely an 
abstract concept but embodied on earth, 
and the directness of the Madonna’s gaze 
F I G U R E  1
Julia Margaret Cameron (English, b. India, 1815–79), 
Shadow of the Cross (Archibald Cameron and 
Mary Hillier) (albumen print from wet collodion 
glass negative, 1865, 27.1 by 36.5 cm; given by or pur-
chased from Julia Margaret Cameron, 27 September 
1865; © Victoria and Albert Museum, London).
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the background and foreground as well 
as the light source that throws only the 
baby into striking relief.44 In her paint-
erly photographs, Cameron takes care to 
evoke a feeling of geometric proportion, 
which was one of the ways in which Re-
naissance painters expressed the unity of 
God. In placing flowers by the child, she 
also suggests the symbolic iconography 
of painting. The formal artifice of paint-
ing is suggested by the child’s conspicu-
ously posed forearm as well as the bared 
and crossed elbows, knees, wrists, and 
ankles that mimic the crucifixion.
By comparison, in another composi-
tion from the same series entitled My 
Grandchild Archie Aged 2 Years & 3 Months 
Cameron often evokes painting to 
suggest an archetype and then alters the 
composition to emphasize the potential 
of photography for embodying the ideal 
in the real. We can see both the concep-
tual and the technical progression from 
painting to photography in an 1865 series 
of photographs taken of Cameron’s grand-
son, Archibald Cameron (1863–1946). The 
photograph entitled by Cameron The 
Shadow of the Cross (fig. 1) references paint-
ing through the balanced composition of 
F I G U R E  2
Julia Margaret Cameron (English, b. India, 1815–
79), My Grandchild Archie Aged 2 Years & 3 
Months (Archibald Cameron and Mary Hillier) 
(albumen silver print, 1865, 20.9 by 23.8 cm; gift of 
Eastman Kodak Company; courtesy of the George 
Eastman Museum, Rochester, N.Y.).
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eron in her choice of titles. The Shadow of 
the Cross, which is more painterly, denotes 
an iconographic idea of Christ, whereas 
My Grandchild Archie Aged 2 Years & 3 Months 
emphasizes the particularity of space 
and time, highlighting the capacity of 
photography to express ideas in the real 
world symbolically. This contrast in titles 
highlights how a child naturalistically 
reflects the infinity that is embodied in 
Christ.
Cameron applies contrasting titles to 
separate photographs in a series in order 
to suggest a continuum in the dialogue 
(fig. 2), Cameron shifts the ideality of 
the painterly photograph toward greater 
symbolic embodiment of religious ideas 
in the real.45 Here, the bed receives equal 
focus with the mother and her child, 
highlighting the materiality and tempo-
rality of the human subjects. The section 
of the wall utilized as background strikes 
the viewer as occurring casually rather 
than as situated or contrived, yet the folds 
of the bed sheets are highlighted like the 
folds of a robe even though the child is 
not a holy subject. Compared with the 
hints of iconography in The Shadow of the 
Cross, the child is posed more naturalis-
tically, as if he is simply lying down to 
sleep. The gradation between these two 
photographs of the manifestation of the 
divine idea of Christ and its embodi-
ment in children is emphasized by Cam-
F I G U R E  3
Julia Margaret Cameron (English, b. India, 1815–79), 
Devotion (Archibald Cameron and Mary Hillier) 
(albumen print from wet collodion glass negative, 
1865, 22.8 by 27.9 cm; given by or purchased from 
Julia Margaret Cameron, 27 September 1865; © Vic-
toria and Albert Museum, London).
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closed eyelid, thus drawing attention to 
the minute variations of light as it frag-
ments in the world.49 Through the faint 
changes that she makes between each 
picture depicting the child Christ, Cam-
eron reveals the power of photography 
to capture the subtle degrees of manifes-
tation of the transcendent in the objects 
of material reality.
Cameron’s Madonna and child pic-
tures express the German Romantic 
notion that children are the closest 
manifestation of the idea of religion em-
bodied in Christ. In her photographs of 
individual children, Cameron empha-
sizes a further facet of this idea that has 
important implications for her theory of 
photography. Two series of such pictures 
can be elucidated by Schiller’s aesthetic 
and epistemological concept of child-
hood, Cameron leading the viewer to 
contemplate children as ideas in their 
purest forms in one and prompting the 
viewer to envision the adult embodi-
ment of the child in relation to its origi-
nal divine totality in another.
That Cameron views children as the 
closest manifestation of universal ideas 
is clear from the titles of the individual 
portraits of children. For example, the 
title of a picture of a pensive boy, First 
Ideas, refers to the spiritualized sense of 
Plato’s forms,50 and, as remarked earlier 
about the nonnarrative tendency of the 
Madonna and child pictures, many other 
such titles refer to the idea of Christ and 
the Nativity, such as A Story of the Heav-
ens, The God of Love, Aspiration, The Beauty 
of Holiness, and The Rising of the New Year.51 
A large number of these photographs are 
portraits of children taken so close up 
that usually only the bust falls within the 
frame. Cox notes that Cameron’s series of 
“life-sized heads” was part of an original 
experiment with a large-format camera 
using fifteen-by-twelve-inch negatives.52 
This format, I contend, provided her 
with a unique way for the art of photog-
raphy to represent children, philosophi-
cally speaking, as symbolic expressions 
of unadulterated ideas.
In a statement that is important for 
understanding Cameron’s photographs 
between painting and photography, but 
she also titles individual photographs in 
such a way that a dialogue is elicited be-
tween title and image. These titles tend 
to be allegorical, highlighting the poten-
tial of photography to embody the ideal 
and abstract in the real symbolically. An 
example of such a title in the series of 
photographs of Cameron’s grandson is 
Devotion (fig. 3).46 In the change of compo-
sition represented by this picture, Cam-
eron utilizes the natural light that just 
brushes the child’s hair. Her point of fo-
cus is where the light meets the hair and 
the bed sheet, capitalizing on the sym-
bolic associations of light to illuminate 
a nondivine subject. As emphasized by 
the abstract title, the focus on light en-
ables her to present an intimate moment 
– a mother bending devotedly over her 
sleeping child – as manifesting the divine 
in the relationship between mother and 
child. In applying abstract titles to every-
day life, she imbues seemingly mundane 
instances with symbolic meaning.
In another 1865 series of pictures de-
rived from a single sitting, in which Mary 
Hillier figures as the Madonna and Percy 
Keown (b. 1864) as the child Jesus, the 
changes that Cameron makes to em-
phasize the symbolic potential of pho-
tography in comparison to painting are 
especially subtle. In one picture in the 
series, The Day-Spring (fig. 4) – the title 
is taken from the prophesy of the com-
ing of Christ in Luke 1:78 (as translated 
in the Authorized Version) – Cameron 
imitates the composition of a painting 
by pulling the camera back from the 
subject, thus encompassing sufficient 
background to frame the Madonna and 
child in traditional proportions.47 In an-
other photograph from this series, Devo-
tion, Cameron brings the camera closer, 
causing the Madonna to seem to stoop to 
keep within the frame. Within this seem-
ingly more arbitrary space, she plays with 
light by lengthening the exposure time, 
with the result that the light in the pic-
ture appears wispy and diffuse, therefore 
emphasizing a more natural and intimate 
moment between mother and child.48 
In Light and Love from this series (fig. 5), 
the light is more fragmented and stark, 
reflecting off the twigs in the bedding 
as well as the infant’s forearm, jaw, and 
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of children, Schiller discusses the con-
templation of nature or children: “It is 
not these objects, it is an idea represent-
F I G U R E  4
Julia Margaret Cameron (English, b. India, 1815–79), 
The Day-Spring (Percy Keown and Mary Hillier) 
(albumen silver print, 1865, 29 by 23.5 cm; gift of 
Eastman Kodak Company; courtesy of the George 
Eastman Museum, Rochester, N.Y.).
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ture in painting – the body and clothing 
of the subject as well as the setting and 
background – and focusing only on the 
face of her child subjects. Considered 
epistemologically, the human face, more 
so than the folds of a robe or the bend of 
an elbow, states its own existence with-
out having to justify itself or distinguish 
itself from others, and, thus, like an idea, 
it can be seen as an unalterable expres-
sion of itself. Thus, the faces of children 
serve to express ideas in their purest 
forms. It is for this reason that Cameron 
ed through them, which we love in them. 
We love in them the quietly working life, 
the calm effects from out itself, existence 
under its own laws, the inner necessity, 
the eternal unity with itself.”53 Cameron 
is able to represent the inward unity of 
a first idea photographically by forgoing 
many of the traditional elements of struc-
F I G U R E  5
Julia Margaret Cameron (English, b. India, 1815–79), 
Light and Love (Percy Keown and Mary Hillier) 
(albumen silver print, 1865, 25.2 by 21.3 cm; J. Paul 
Getty Museum, Los Angeles, Calif.; digital image 
courtesy of the Getty’s Open Content Program).
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to embody the child’s own essential idea.
We can see one example of how this 
often crops her portraits of children, fit-
ting them into circular frames: the circle 
has one point of focus that radiates out-
ward to all points, much as the face does 
when located at the center of a circular 
portrait. She means these encircled faces 
F I G U R E  6
Julia Margaret Cameron (English, b. India, 1815–79), 
Aspiration (Freddy Gould) (albumen silver print, 
1866, 29 cm in diameter; gift of Eastman Kodak 
Company; courtesy of the George Eastman Museum, 
Rochester, N.Y.).
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tion (fig. 6).54 The abstract conception of 
aspiring to an ideal is represented in the 
picture through the focus placed on de-
tails of the face. Cameron showcases the 
strength of photography as an art form 
in illuminating the structure of the face 
works in Cameron’s 1866 photograph of 
Freddie Gould (b. 1861) entitled Aspira-
F I G U R E  7
Julia Margaret Cameron (English, b. India, 1815–79), 
Florence/Study of St. John the Baptist (Flor-
ence Fisher) (albumen silver print, 1872, 34.6 by 25.3 
cm; J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, Calif.; digital 
image courtesy of the Getty’s Open Content Program).
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expressions of their faces. But, in this se-
ries, there is an added interplay between 
the ideas in themselves, as represented 
in the children’s faces, and the associa-
tions that we have with the projections 
of their adult fulfillments. This interplay 
allows the viewer to extrapolate the idea 
of the adult in its earliest manifestation 
in the child, allowing us to envision all 
humankind, like Christ, as a manifesta-
tion of the one ultimate religion of ideas.
We can see a vivid example of this in 
Cameron’s Florence/Study of St. John the Bap-
tist (fig. 7), modeled in 1872 by Florence 
Fisher (1863–1920).58 The photograph uses 
the tropes of painting to depict the visual 
type of St. John the Baptist: the camel-
hair robe identifies the child as the adult 
John, and the vines in the background 
induct the viewer into the biblical con-
text. The exposed chest and shoulder as 
well as the pose with the right angle of 
the arm prefigure the state of the adult 
body so that viewers see an aspect of fu-
ture suffering. Yet the incline of the arm, 
torso, and head lead to Fisher’s gaze – the 
intensity of which only the medium of 
photography can capture fully – and, 
thus, to the perception of the nascent 
idea that will go on to be fulfilled in 
adulthood.
The photograph The Infant Samuel 
(1864), modeled by Freddie Gould, of-
fers another interesting iteration of 
this concept.59 Samuel’s robe and the 
nondescript object in the immediate 
background suggest earth and material-
ity, and even his body – the naked torso, 
elbow, and clasped arms – forms part of 
the foreground to constitute the world 
of humankind. In contrast, the black 
background with its vague light source 
suggests the divine idea or that which 
precedes all manifestation. Crucially, 
Gould’s face is at the point where the two 
realms meet, allowing viewers to see at 
once the first inception of the idea in the 
child and, projecting forward, its fulfill-
ment in the adult, reflecting again how 
the spiritual is embodied in humankind.
Resituating Cameron’s photographs 
of children within the context of Ger-
man Romantic philosophy and aesthetic 
theory reveals the astute philosophical 
nature of her photography. These pic-
tures are not an unfortunate aberration 
– in the subtle play of light and shadow 
capturing the rippling motion of mus-
cles that gives a face its life and wholly 
unique expression. In Aspiration, the 
eyes, cheekbones, nose, lips, chin, and 
forehead are the sole objects in focus 
and dominate the composition entirely, 
while the background is black in order 
to eliminate any other objects that might 
interfere with our contemplation of the 
idea in itself, which for Cameron is most 
vividly portrayed in the unique totality 
of the child’s face.
Cameron presents another iteration 
of this category in a series of photographs 
in which she represents famous adults 
when they were children, as seen in The 
Infant Samuel and Study of John the Baptist.55 
Weaver views these photographs as ex-
amples of Cameron’s interest in typology, 
whereby figures from the Old Testament 
are seen to be fulfilled in Christ,56 yet 
not all these child subjects who figure 
as adults are obvious types of Christ, for 
example, Circe, Infant Undine, and This Is 
My House & This My Little Wife.57 This in-
consistency suggests that Cameron’s use 
of typology is part of a larger philosophi-
cal and symbolic design. Typology is, of 
course, a kind of embodiment, with Old 
Testament types manifesting in Christ, 
but I would argue that Cameron’s em-
phasis is on epistemology rather than 
theology. Her pictures of adults as chil-
dren represent ideas in their most un-
adulterated state at the same time that 
they prophesy the future; they represent 
at once an idea and its realization or 
fulfillment in the adult. This will guide 
the epistemological transformation that 
Cameron seeks to facilitate through her 
photography.
That Cameron intended the pictures 
of adults as children to express the same 
philosophical ideas as her close-up por-
traits of children is clear from the cre-
ative tension between the individuality 
of the subject’s face and the role he or she 
is modeling. Indeed, in the photographs 
of children who figure as recognizable 
adults, she still seeks to transport the 
viewer to the essential ideas of the chil-
dren through the highly individualized 
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